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Abstract: 
This paper discusses the issue of social media skills using two different but 
complementary literacy frameworks. Firstly, it argues that social media skills are a 
form of vernacular, or ‘everyday’, literacy and articulates the theoretical issues 
associated with trying to formalise these skills within the curriculum. Secondly, it calls 
for greater explicit attention to social media skills within higher education, by arguing 
that social media literacies are a part of new literacies. It evaluates QUT’s “Create a 
Better Online You” suite of social media resources in light of this framework, and 
discusses the role of libraries in addressing social media skills.  
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Introduction 
Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, LinkedIn: Social media has a seemingly 
ubiquitous presence in our day-to-day interactions. These web-based technologies 
can both supplement and supplant offline means of communication (Anderson-
Butcher et al. 2010, p.65). Users can create, consume and comment on the latest 
news stories, upload videos, find a new job and keep in touch with friends from 
across the world. Whatever the purpose, these platforms are designed to facilitate a 
range of different, yet inherently social, interactions. Additionally, there is growing 
evidence to suggest that employers are vetting potential employees by scouring their 
online presence (Kluemper & Rosen 2009, p.567; Miller, Parsons & Lifer 2010, 
p.377; Peluchette & Karl 2010, p.30; Roberts & Roach 2009, p.111). A recent article 
claims that 90% of jobs advertised in the next year will require ‘social media skills’ 
(Dishman 2014, para. 2). While this claim is difficult to substantiate, it certainly raises 
questions about the nature of ‘social media skills’. A ‘skill’ suggests something can 
be taught and, therefore, learnt. Who then is responsible for the teaching? 
This paper is structured around two different but complementary literacy frameworks: 
vernacular and new literacies. The first section of this paper is primarily concerned 
with the theoretical issues associated with social media in higher education. It argues 
that, historically, social media services have been sites of vernacular literacy 
practices. Barton and Hamilton (1998, p.247) define vernacular literacy as practices 
“which are not regulated by the formal rules and procedures of dominant social 
institutions and which have their origins in everyday life” (Barton & Hamilton 1998, 
p.247). These vernacular practices have been increasingly formalised by higher 
education institutions through the assessment of genres specific to social media 
such as blog posts, wikis, and online portfolios. As such, the current push to include 
social media in teaching and learning in higher education is seemingly at odds with 
the voluntary and self-generated vernacular literacies evident in social media. 
The second section of this paper argues that the theoretical issues raised in the shift 
from vernacular to formalised literacy learning require practical application. To this 
end, it uses the new literacies framework as outlined by Coiro et al. (2014) to call for 
greater attention to social media skills in higher education settings. New literacies 
focus “on ways in which meaning-making practices are evolving under contemporary 
conditions that include, but are in no way limited to, technological changes 
associated with the rise and proliferation of digital electronics” (Knobel & Lankshear 
2014, p.97). This dialogue will begin a very introductory conversation into the nature 
of new literacy within institutional settings as has been called for by Mills (2010, 
p.252). To illustrate this point, the Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
‘Create a Better Online You’ Library project conducted in 2014/15 to develop a set of 
teaching and learning materials and tools for both students and academic staff will 
be used as a case study.  
Framing the paper in this way acknowledges the intersection between theory and 
practice. One of the most pervasive theoretical myths in higher education today is 
that of the ‘digital native’ which assumes that today’s generation are born with the 
skills and language required to use modern technology. The practical consequence 
of this theoretical position is that it is not necessary to teach explicitly skills and 
knowledge related to technology and social media. However, it cannot be expected 
that access to social media equates to being literate in the use of social media, 
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which then translates into digital citizenship. While studies of undergraduate students 
in both Australia and England have shown that some technologies are entrenched 
(such as computers, mobile phones and email), there are large variations in the level 
of access to and familiarity with a broader range of technologies (Jones et al. 2010, 
p.730; Kennedy et al. 2008; p.117). Despite high levels of access to at least one ICT, 
this does not guarantee that users will exploit the technology to its full potential, with 
claims that young people use the internet simply for “mundane forms of 
communication and information retrieval” (Buckingham 2008, p.14). 
This became apparent in the focus groups that were conducted in the planning 
stages of CBOY. Some students expressed that they were unable to complete basic 
tasks such as copying and pasting and changing their passwords, while other 
students had progressed to more strategic uses of social media, such as using it for 
reputation management. Contextual and socio-economic factors, such as level of 
education and level of parental education, being male, and being Caucasian have 
been found to significantly increase the likelihood of 18-26 year olds visiting capital-
enhancing sites such as political, career, financial or health related sites (Hargittai 
2010, p.108; Hargittai & Hinnant 2008, p.617). In Australia, Queensland high school 
students enrolled in private and Catholic schools were found to capitalise on the 
benefits of online study more than teenagers enrolled in public schools (Smith, 
Skrbis & Western 2013, p.97). 
To conclude this discussion, academic libraries will be positioned as a potential 
catalyst for both addressing the theoretical problems raised by the vernacular 
literacies framework and for realising the practical imperative of integrating social 
media skills as a form of new literacies within higher education.  
Vernacular Literacies 
Social media practices are arguably forms of vernacular literacies. Prior to the 
internet, vernacular literacies were often less valued, and locally situated. Given that 
the internet has closed the gap between the local and global, the value of these 
vernacular literacies, which have their origins in everyday life, has increased. For 
example, many dominant corporate and social institutions often crowd source 
content for marketing and advertising purposes (Barton & Lee 2012, p.297).  
Perhaps the most crucial issue for consideration is the fact that one of the defining 
features of vernacular literacies is that they are voluntary and self-generated (Barton 
& Lee 2012, p.283). The many reading, writing and sense-making activities that 
occur on social media are motivated by many factors: self-expression, keeping in 
touch with others, curiosity, job or information seeking, information sharing and so 
on. However, the way in which people choose to partake in this range of activities 
generally takes a variety of shapes and forms. To clarify, the ways in which people 
participate in online literacy practices is rarely formally governed or externally 
imposed (Barton & Lee 2012, p.282). Given these characteristics of vernacular 
literacies the attempts to not only formalise but also assess specific social media 
practices within higher education raises a number of interesting theoretical issues. 
First, vernacular literacies are generally acquired informally and are unregulated 
(Barton & Hamilton 1998, p.252). Inherent in this is an assumption that people will 
engage in vernacular practices in different ways to others depending on their needs, 
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access to technology, and social and cultural context. By formalising practices that 
have formerly been considered informal, the learning becomes systematised and 
certain practices are valued and prioritised over others. Academics become 
custodians of knowledge and, through assessment, regard certain literacies as of 
less value or simply incorrect (Davies 2012, p.20). Take the example of blogging. 
Blogs may be text based, image based, or even micro blogs (like twitter). As a 
vernacular practice, blogging may involve a combination of text, image, language 
and be targeted towards any number of audiences. By formalising blogging in the 
curriculum, external criteria must be imposed in order to assess the blog. This may 
involve imposing a word limit, creating a context for the blog, stipulating the number 
and type of sources required for the blog, mandating a blogging platform and so 
forth. This places value on certain types of literate practices and devalues others. 
A second consideration for those in higher education is the blurred line between 
teacher and student. Social media have completely changed the ‘author’ and 
‘audience’ dynamic (Knobel & Lankshear 2014, p.98). Online one could be ‘author’ 
and ‘audience’ simultaneously, and this may be confronting for educators who have 
been used to traditional notions of teacher (as the author of knowledge) and student 
(as the audience or recipient of knowledge). This concern seems paradoxical in light 
of the earlier claim that formalising everyday practices takes authority away from 
students. In saying this, the first concern relates more to assessment of social media 
practices, whilst this concern relates more to the process of learning. This highlights 
the complex relationship and tensions between technologies, assessment practises 
and pedagogical approaches as articulated by Goodfellow and Lea (2005, p.261). 
Engaging in vernacular practices often involves play, experimentation and creativity 
(Barton & Lee 2012, p.298). This means that, in the process of using social media as 
a space for learning, one could (and should) expect that different users will use the 
tools differently than the facilitator had anticipated. While this is in many ways, an 
exciting prospect, it means that teachers and facilitators will have to relinquish a 
certain degree of control over the learning environment.  
Finally, students will use all literacy practices available to them and will combine 
vernacular and dominant literacy practices (Barton & Lee 2012, p.283). This is 
evident in students’ group work practices. Many students will now use Facebook, 
Google Docs and other social media in order to facilitate group work regardless of 
whether these technologies have been sanctioned by the university or not. Maybin 
(2007, p.524) argues that there is overlap between students’ vernacular literacies 
and dominant literacies and that the two are used interchangeably to make sense of 
the other. In and of itself, this poses no issue. However, when vernacular practices 
become endorsed and formalised by universities, it makes sense that they need to 
be somehow policed (just as all official university business is governed by various 
codes of conduct, policies and procedures). This, then, becomes a difficult space. 
On one hand, students may be asked to use Twitter to complete assessment (and 
would therefore presumably fall under university policies) however, that same 
student may also be using Twitter for personal purposes simultaneously. This is 
where the issue of governance becomes especially slippery, as the distinction 
between the vernacular and the formalised becomes increasingly blurred. 
These theoretical concerns point to the complex interrelationship between 
‘traditional’ and new literacy practices within higher education. Teaching delivery is 
becoming increasingly blended, asynchronous, geographically spread, and traverses 
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online and offline contexts. Higher education is becoming increasingly globalised and 
competitive market, which arguably means that those:  
…who can identify the most important problems, locate useful information the 
fastest, critically evaluate information most effectively, synthesise information 
most appropriately to develop the best solutions, and then communicate these 
solutions to others most clearly will succeed in the challenging times that 
await us (Leu et al. 2011, p.5) 
While this is not necessarily a new situation, thought must be given to how these 
skills can be actualised within the social media landscape.  
QUT has several strategic imperatives, which, seemingly, can only be realised 
through the use of social media. QUT’s Real World Learning 2020 Vision, for 
example, promises that the QUT learner experience will “be enhanced through 
educational and social technologies and tools” (Queensland University of 
Technology 2015, para. 7). Furthermore, QUT’s Blueprint says that a diverse range 
of students will be engaged by providing “high-quality, learning-centred environments 
that capitalise on both physical and virtual innovations” (Queensland University of 
Technology 2014, p.7). It also says that learning and teaching will be transformed 
through “….appropriate use of technology and providing enhanced opportunities for 
collaborative and social learning for the future” (Queensland University of 
Technology 2014, p.2). Furthermore, in this document, QUT argues that it has a 
‘competitive advantage’ due to, amongst other things, its ‘technological edge’ 
(Queensland University of Technology 2014, p.5).  
Create a Better Online You 
To advance these priorities, QUT Library received funding to develop a suite of 
online and face-to-face learning resources targeting the social media skills of 
undergraduates. This suite was called “Create a Better Online You” (CBOY) and 
comprised a section of the library website which included videos, an interactive self-
assessment tool, and teaching guide for academics as well as a face-to-face 
workshop which complemented the online material. The resources were developed 
in 2014/2015 and launched in July 2015. The resources were developed following an 
extensive environmental scan, literature review, interviews with internal and external 
stakeholders as well as focus groups and interviews with over fifty students. The 
online resources are Creative Commons licenced and freely available. The novel 
combination of the website, videos, interactive self-assessment tool, face-to-face 
workshop and teaching guide for academics represents one of the first free, openly 
accessible, interactive resources targeting the social media skills of undergraduates, 
enhancing the experience of a new generation of learner now, and into the future. By 
working through CBOY resources, students should be able to: 
• Perceive social media as a tool useful for the development of both personal 
and professional networks  
• Identify existing support services within QUT who can assist with social media 
related issues 
• Recognise that online and offline environments are not discrete and that 
online actions often have offline implications and vice versa 
VALA2016 Conference 5 
Since their release in July 2015, there have been more than 1000 visitors to the 
resources. Surveys of the 60 students enrolled in three of the face-to-face 
workshops, of whom 57 responded, found that:   
• 100% of students indicated they would recommend the face-to-face workshop 
and online resources to others;  
• 75% indicated that their confidence in using social media had increased after 
completing the online self-assessment and face-to-face workshop; the 
remaining participants’ confidence had remained steady. Prior to engaging 
with the resources, only half of the students had ever Googled themselves to 
see what a potential employer could find out about them.  
Qualitative feedback from students included:  
• “Great introduction to varieties of social media used by QUT and how they 
can be utilised for work and personal networking”; 
• “Love the way we are exposed to more social websites, the online ‘create a 
better you’ really got me thinking of what I post and made me more cautious 
of what I post online”. 
In 2016, CBOY will be piloted with 300 students in a first year Education unit that 
examines the importance of a professional online reputation for teachers; and 500 
students in a first year Science and Engineering unit, which equips students with 
teamwork, communication and design skills in an Information Technology context. 
Feedback regarding the usefulness and application of the resources within this 
curriculum context will be used for refinement of the resources. Integration with the 
University’s Transform project, which provides small, flexible and innovative online 
learning for professionals, is under investigation. There is a clear intersection 
between CBOY and Transform as both encourage learners to think critically about 
their social media use, and use this thinking as a platform for more professional and 
strategic use of social media. There has also been local, national and international 
interest in the resources. These collaborations will facilitate the strategic upscaling of 
CBOY. 
 
Social Media as New Literacies 
Vernacular literacies help to conceptualise some of the theoretical issues associated 
with incorporating social media skills in higher education. This paper now shifts focus 
to more practical considerations by examining the four components of new literacies 
as described by Coiro et al. (2014), as they apply to social media. It is appropriate to 
examine the nature of new literacies within social media as they focus on the 
intersection between technology, knowledge and skills within “contexts of social 
purpose” (Knobel & Lankshear 2014, p.97). While new literacies are not limited to 
online or digital technologies, Mills (2010, p.246) acknowledges that much of the 
recent focus of new literacies research has occurred within digital environments – a 
shift which she calls the digital turn. This is exemplified by empirical research 
regarding new literacy practices on social media. A study by Greenhow and Gleason 
(2012, p.472) on tweeting as a new literacy practice found that literacy practices on 
Twitter are “multimodal, dynamically updating, situationally specific, and socially 
mediated practices.” Further, a study by Davies (2012, p.21) on Facebook as a new 
literacy practice found that narratives constructed online are more collaborative, 
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distributed and participatory, with creators and audiences able to modify meaning 
over space and time. Davies and Merchant (2008) argue that blogs present 
opportunities for multiple and unpredictable authoring that combine various texts 
while catering to both known and unknown audiences. Research by Kingsley and 
Grabner-Hagen (2015, p.59) points to new literacy practices such as collaboration 
and creativity that emerge within gamified learning environments. Blogging, tweeting, 
Facebooking and other social media have brought about new social practices, and 
therefore new literacies, each with their own ways of creating meaning, genres and 
textual features.  
Coiro et al. (2014, p.14) argue that there are four key characteristics of new 
literacies. Firstly, the Internet and information communication technologies (ICTs) 
have necessitated new skills, practices, and strategies. Social media have created 
new genres, textual features, vocabulary and forms (Mills 2010, p.248): blogs, wikis, 
tweets, pins, shares, likes, selfies, status updates, snaps and posts are some of the 
commonplace and emerging features of social media sites.  
Within the CBOY suite, there is limited focus on different genres or writing practices 
that emerge on social media. For example, it does not show students how to write a 
tweet or blog post. Within the face-to-face workshop however, one of the key 
learning objectives is for students to understand social media specific language. This 
is important as it acknowledges the very distinct language that accompanies new 
literacies practices (Knobel & Lankshear 2014, pp.99-100). Equipping students with 
this vocabulary through the face-to-face workshop allows them to participate more 
fully in social media environments. Furthermore, social media demand skills to be 
able to navigate each tool to achieve specific purposes, locate information, achieve 
strategic goals, create and exchange meaning via text, photos, graphic, and symbols 
(van Deursen, Courtois & van Dijk 2014). In the face-to-face workshop, students are 
taught the differences in using Google docs, Facebook and Twitter for both learning 
and personal purposes at an introductory level. Therefore, while the online resources 
for CBOY do not address the first of Coiro et al.’s (2014, p.14) criteria for new 
literacies, these are addressed in some detail in the face-to-face workshop.  
Secondly, new literacies are vital for digital citizenship, which enables full 
participation in society, locally and globally. Digital citizens work individually and 
collaboratively to shape online communities, content and technology (O’Hara 2013, 
p.95). Implicit in this understanding is that users will contribute online in a fashion 
that is safe, responsible and informed (McLean 2008, p.15). Acknowledging this, the 
content focus of CBOY centres on three key themes: 
• sell yourself (using social media strategically and proactively to create a 
positive digital presence)  
• protect yourself (using social media with an understanding of the role of 
privacy, security and the law in mind)  
• look after yourself (understanding that the use of social media can affect 
one’s health).  
Framing the content in this way places the onus on the user to understand the full 
suite of ways in which social media can be used for both the betterment and 
detriment of the online community. Being a citizen, of any community, means that 
one is afforded certain rights and responsibilities that one is expected to uphold, in 
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order for the successful functioning of society (O’Hara 2013, p.92). To this end, there 
is a heavy use of peer voice throughout the resources and an emphasis on users 
reflecting on their own behaviour rather than being told explicit what to do and not to 
do. This is evident in the online self-assessment tool which shows users how their 
online activity and behaviour compares to other respondents with the end goal of 
prompting users to reflect on why the behave and interact the way they do online. 
Thirdly, new literacies are deictic, constantly changing, according to context and new 
technologies (Coiro et al. 2014). Understandings of what literacy actually is, what it 
means to read, write and communicate effectively are regularly and constantly 
redefined online (Leu et al. 2011, p.6). The nature of literacy changes according to 
new technologies, which demand new knowledge, skills, abilities, practices and 
strategies. Constructing one’s ‘top 8’ on MySpace is now a distant memory, replaced 
with decisions about whom to friend and unfriend on Facebook. Writing a status 
update is different to writing a tweet. Choosing a LinkedIn profile picture is not the 
same as choosing images for Tinder. This was a difficult challenge to overcome in 
the creation of CBOY. Acknowledging this constant change the resources adopted, 
an issues-based, rather than tools-based, approach. Part of the justification for this 
approach was for practical reasons of maintenance and sustainability of the 
resources. A further strength of this approach is that it addresses the previous 
criteria regarding digital citizenship clearly and explicitly. A limitation of this 
approach, however, is that primarily dealing with issues, rather than technologies 
has the potential to become too abstract as to be practical.  
Fourthly, new literacies are multiple, multifaceted and multimodal (Coiro et al. 2014). 
On social media, narratives often spill from the offline to the online and vice versa 
(Davies 2012, p.28). They involve users accessing information and constructing 
meaning often with the click of a button. Meaning is often not linear and constructed 
via the intersection of multiple visual, symbolic, textual and aural codes (Luke 2003, 
p.401). 
While multimodality is certainly not a feature distinct to digital and social media 
technologies, new literacies differ from traditional literacies on two key features 
(Knobel & Lankshear 2014, p.97). Firstly, they involve new ‘technical/technological 
stuff’: smart phones, tablets, code, touchscreens and so forth. Secondly, they involve 
new ‘ethos stuff’. That is, they promote different kinds of values about the nature of 
participation, collaboration, distribution, publishing and authoring than conventional 
literacies (Lankshear & Knobel 2011, p.29). The handbook for academics that forms 
part of CBOY was constructed with these issues in mind. Through this handbook, 
academics are encouraged to include activities that spill between online and offline 
spaces and use different technologies. For example, one of the suggested activities 
involves students creating videos on Instagram to market themselves to potential 
employers, uploading them using a hashtag specific to the unit, and then discussing 
and critiquing each video offline in the tutorial. These kinds of activities point to both 
different ‘technological’ stuff and different values about literacy. 
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The Role of the Library 
It is important to discuss why the library has taken charge of developing such a suite 
of resources. The resources in CBOY touch on a whole range of topics and issues. 
Some, such as creating an online resume, might seem more in place with the 
Careers service of the university. Others, such as internet addiction and online 
security might be better dealt with by Counselling or IT services. Positioning these 
skills within silos around the university makes sense if social media is framed as a 
technology issue. Perhaps a more useful position is to frame social media as a 
literacy issue (Leu et al. 2009, p.265). Libraries have traditionally offered classes in 
information and academic literacies. Framing social media as a literacy issue creates 
a context for teaching issues to do with reading, writing, searching, evaluating, 
critiquing, and so forth, rather than an issue concerned with how to use certain 
technologies or troubleshoot issues (Leu et al. 2009, p.265). 
Consequently, the Library becomes an obvious place to embed social media 
instruction (although this is not to say that the Library is the only place where such 
instruction should be included). Any library content should be developed in close 
consultation with academic staff to ensure alignment with course content and 
curriculum (Dhawan & Chen 2014, p.415). This will involve a focus on collaboration, 
the skills themselves, pedagogical approaches that embrace the new literacies’ 
ethos of experimentation, play, collaboration, participation and knowledge sharing 
(Derakhshan & Singh 2011, pp.225-227). Just as it is not enough to ask students to 
be able to research effectively or write an essay without explicit instruction, it is not 
enough to require students to participate in social media, write in genres specific to 
social media and use social media tools with efficacy without scaffolding.  
Where to from here? 
This paper has dealt with two key issues. At a conceptual level, it has articulated the 
theoretical concerns for higher education in the current move to formalise social 
media within the curriculum. It has argued that social media practices are forms of 
‘vernacular’ or everyday literacies and outlined the issues in formalising these 
practices within the dominant institution of the university. At a practical level, it has 
outlined why incorporating social media is, in many ways, an institutional imperative 
by framing social media as a form of new literacy. It has outlined what new literacy is 
and QUT Library’s “Create a Better Online You” was used as a case study. The 
resources themselves are not a form of new literacy; however, they do attempt to 
teach new literacy skills. It was argued that academic libraries, in partnership with 
academic staff, could be the catalysts for the instruction of this new social media 
literacy. 
What the specific social media skills required actually look like is still unclear. 
Rheingold (2010 p.16) argues that social media literacies involve attention, 
participation, collaboration, network awareness and critical consumption. While on 
one level these are helpful, in that they transcend certain technologies, on another 
level, and like the resources in CBOY, they are perhaps too general to be 
practicable. Others like van Deursen, Courtois and van Dijk (2014 p.280) have 
attempted to articulate operational skills, informational skills, communication skills 
and strategic skills required online. It is in this regard that attempting to define the 
necessary social media ‘skills’ required in order to participate effectively in both 
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formalised and casual contexts is, in many ways, limiting and problematic. Given the 
array of social media tools available and the many ways they can be utilised, to 
attempt to create a taxonomy of skills is too simplistic given the multiple social, 
cultural and contextual factors that must be taken into consideration when creating 
texts using social media (Goodfellow & Lea 2013, p.5). Furthermore, given the 
deictic nature of literacy in the internet age, defining what skills are necessary, is part 
of a broader conversation that needs to take place about what it actually means to 
be literate. Given new social and literate practices emerge with the advent of new 
online tools, the concept of ‘literacy’ and what literacy looks like, both in theory and in 
practice, is in a constant state of flux (Leu et al. 2011, p.6).  
If, as suggested earlier, social media is framed as a literacy, rather than technology 
issue, then one could hope to see this reflected in policy. Leu et al. (2009 p.265) 
articulate what such policies might entail: 
1. Technology standards become integrated within subject area standards; 
2. Instruction in Internet use is integrated into each subject area; 
3. Every classroom teacher is responsible for teaching online information and 
communication use;  
4. Online information and communication skills are included in subject area 
assessments. 
In short, explicitly including new social media literacies required in higher education 
in curriculum will require a number of practical and conceptual shifts. Educators must 
adopt new ways of thinking about pedagogy and adopt a mindset that values 
collaboration, experimentation, creativity and active participation (Roach & Beck 
2012, p.244). Library staff are well positioned to partner with academic and support 
staff in the development of these skills. This might involve the creation of generic 
resources like CBOY for students, raising awareness amongst academics of the role 
that academic libraries can play in the development of literacies, working with 
academics on new pedagogical approaches that reflect the new ethos that forms 
part of new literacies, and championing the belief that all teachers are literacy 
teachers. Ultimately, a commitment to new literacies amongst all staff is for the 
betterment of the students, to prepare them for a world that is constantly changing 
and increasingly uncertain.  
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